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Review of Autistic Company by R. 
Hendriks (2013) 
By Damian E M Milton 
In this book, Ruud Hendriks explores how autistic and non-autistic people navigate a shared 
existence.  Hendriks draws upon his experiences of being a care worker for young autistic people; 
scientific literature, literary works, and the autobiographies of autistic writers.  Hendriks discusses 
various stereotypes and metaphors used to describe autistic people, such as connotations of autistic 
ƉĞŽƉůĞ ďĞŝŶŐ  ?ŵĂĐŚŝŶĞ-ůŝŬĞ ? ?  ĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƐƚ :ŝŵ ^ŝŶĐůĂŝƌ ĂŶĚ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞƐĞ
metaphors of non-humanity have been critiqued, Hendriks produces a highly normative narrative 
that is in stark contrast to that of autistic activists.  He states that autistic people lack: intersubjective 
abilities, symbolic abstract thought, ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚŝŶŐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŝŵƉůŝĐŝƚ  ?ƌƵůĞƐ ? of society, a sense of 
ŚƵŵŽƵƌ ? ƐŽĐŝĂů ƐŬŝůůƐ  ?ĂƉƉƌŽƉƌŝĂƚĞ ? ĨŽƌ ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚ ǁŝƚŚ ƉĞĞƌƐ ? ŝŵĂŐŝŶĂƚŝǀĞ ƉůĂǇ ? mental meta-
representations, the ability for introspection and retrospection, and the empathy required for 
humaneness. 
Hendriks does suggest that the metaphors commonly used to describe autistic people 
underestimate commonalities, and suggests such dispositional differences are not irreconcilable 
extremes, yet non-autistic misperceptions of autistic subjectivity are framed as not being able to act 
in a machine-like manner.  With the reason for autistic people being outsiders in society being 
formulated as a lacŬŽĨŝŶƐŝŐŚƚŝŶĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƌĞůĂƚĞĚŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ ?ƉƐǇĐŚŽůŽŐŝƐŝŶŐƚŚĞĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐ ?ĚĞĨŝĐŝƚ ? ?In so 
ĚŽŝŶŐ ?,ĞŶĚƌŝŬƐƌĞĚƵĐĞƐƚŚĞ ?ĚŽƵďůĞĞŵƉĂƚŚǇƉƌŽďůĞŵ ? ?DŝůƚŽŶ ? ? ? ? ? ?to a one-sided issue. 
,ĞŶĚƌŝŬƐƐƵŐŐĞƐƚƐ ƚŚĂƚĂ  ?ƚŚŝŶŐ-ůŝŬĞ ?ŵĞƚĂƉŚŽƌƌĞĨĞƌƐƚŽƚŚĞ  ?ƌĞĂůĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ? of people who have 
dealings with autistic people.  An assertion that is highly stigmatising, pathologising, and 
unsubstantiated with evidence.  Hendriks draws inspiration from literary fiction and philosophical 
work in order to try and move beyond mentalist accounts of autism, yet only does so after a largely 
uncritical appraisal of scientific literature. 
The foray into literary criticism does little to shed light on the topic at hand.  Hendriks suggests that 
his study was not about the lived experience of autistic people, but the forms of living autistic and 
non-autistic people establish together.  Yet, without embedding oneself in autistic cultures, other 
than a care home for those with additional severe learning difficulties, produces a highly one-sided 
ŶŽƌŵĂƚŝǀĞ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ ƐƵĐŚ ĞǆĐŚĂŶŐĞƐ ? ŽŶůǇ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ  ?ŽƚŚĞƌŝŶŐ ? ŽĨ ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ within the 
narrative.  Despite good intentions, Hendriks does not succeed in removing himself from medical 
model interpretations and offensive terminology.  As an examplĞ ?ŚĞƵƚŝůŝƐĞƐ  ?ƉĞƌƐŽŶǁŝƚŚĂƵƚŝƐŵ ?
ĂŶĚ  ?ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ? ŝŶƚĞƌĐŚĂŶŐĞĂďůǇ ŝŐŶŽƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĐůĂŝŵƐ ŽĨ ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐ ĂĐƚŝǀŝƐƚƐ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ-first 
language. 
Although giving a thorough review of historical literature, there is a distinct lack of more recent 
research included, particularly regarding the expansion of autistic self-advocacy organisations.  This 
ůĂĐŬŽĨĂĨƵůůůŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞƌĞǀŝĞǁůĞĂĚƐƚŽĂƌĞŝĨŝĐĂƚŝŽŶŽĨƚŚĞŵƵĐŚĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐĞĚ ?ƚŚĞŽƌǇŽĨŵŝŶĚ ?ƚŚĞƐŝƐŽĨ
autism, and a mischaracterisation of autistic perception leading ƚŽ Ă  ?ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌŝƐƚ ? ŽƵƚůŽŽŬ ?  
Occasionally the text is self-contradictory, suggesting at one point that it is unlikely that people ever 
 ?ŐƌŽǁ ŽƵƚ ? ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂƵƚŝƐŵ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞŶ ůĂƚĞƌ pronouncing that autistic people who are able to 
ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚĞ ĂŶĚ ǁƌŝƚĞ ĂƵƚŽďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĞƐ ĂƐ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ  ?ŽƵƚŐƌŽǁŶ ? ƚŚĞŝƌ ĂƵƚŝƐŵ ? Ă ĚĂŶŐĞƌŽƵƐ ĂŶĚ
inaccurate depiction of what it is to be autistic.   
Hendriks concludes that a shared existence is dependent on the widening of companionship to 
include physical as well as mental connections.  This is a somewhat fair assertion, yet unfortunately 
falls back into the dualistic pitfall Hendriks is attempting to escape.  Hendriks suggests that a 
stimulus-free and controlling environment to be potentially the only way to help autistic people 
connect with others, and reifies behaviourist modification techniques to stiŵƵůĂƚĞ  ?ŶŽƌŵĂů
ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ?ĂŶĚƌĞĚƵĐĞ  ?ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ ? ?ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞƐƚŚĂƚĂŐĂŝŶĂƌĞ highly criticised by autistic 
self-advocates.  Hendriks sƵŐŐĞƐƚƐƚŚĂƚ ?ůĞĂǀŝŶŐĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐƉĞŽƉůĞĂůŽŶĞ ?ǁŝůůůĞĂĚƚŽ ŚĞŵďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐůŽƐƚ
in the world.  One would not recommend neglect for any child, yet building reciprocity needs 
mutuality of understanding and not one-sided imposition as often advocated by Hendriks. 
Hendriks asks how to prevent a non-ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶĨƌŽŵ ?ŐĂŝŶŝŶŐƚŚĞƵƉƉĞƌŚĂŶĚĂĨƚĞƌĂůů ? ?
good place to start would have been to co-research and co-write such a piece with a verbal autistic 
writer or scholar.  In future, if interactional expertise is to be gained, such normative assumptions 
and impositions of non-autistic meanings need to be deconstructed.  Instead, the examination of 
ĂƵƚŝƐƚŝĐĂƵƚŽďŝŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĞƐĞŶĚƐƵƉďĞŝŶŐĂŶĞǆĞƌĐŝƐĞ ŝŶ  ?ƋƵŽƚĞ-ŵŝŶŝŶŐ ?ƚŽ Ĩŝƚthe claims being made, 
claims that are often critiqued by some of the authors cited.  The understanding shown is thus highly 
limited and works against the activist rallying cry of  ?ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐĂďŽƵƚƵƐ ?ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚƵƐ ?ĂŶĚis not attuned 
to the anti-normative stance of critical disability studies, despite suggesting that this is where the 
work is situated.  Simply stated, ŝĨ ,ĞŶĚƌŝŬƐ ? ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚƵĂlisations were to be valid, the social 
awareness needed for this autistic writer to compose this review would not be possible. 
Damian E M Milton, The University of Birmingham. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
